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    Book Abstract


    MAIN IDEA


    From time to time, certain events, products and services capture public attention because they display a rare trait – elegance.


    Elegance


    To make something elegant is an elusive target but that’s why elegance is so noteworthy when we find it. Elegance has the power to cut through background noise and deliver a profound experience which changes minds, shakes markets and alters our views of things, often forever.


    What’s noteworthy about elegance is this is something where what isn’t there is just as important – if not more important – than what is there. Elegant ideas are always uncluttered, but that’s not all. There are four key elements of elegance:


    
      	Symmetry


      	Seduction


      	Subtraction


      	Sustainable

    


    It’s the collective execution and fusion of these elements which makes elegance happen. There must also be a blend of logic and creativity in the way these four elements are balanced and offset against each other.


    “The full power of elegance is achieved when the maximum impact is extracted with the minimum input. What isn’t there can often be as or more powerful than what is there.”


    – Matthew May


    About the Author


    MATTHEW MAY is adjunct professor of creativity and innovation at Pepperdine University’s graduate school of business. He is also principal partner at his own management consulting firm, M.E. May & Associates, and is a popular speaker to corporations, governments and universities. Mr. May spent almost a decade as a senior advisor at the University of Toyota, Toyota’s corporate university. He is a graduate of the Wharton School of Business at the University of Pennsylvania and the John Hopkins University. Mr. May is the author of The Elegant Solution: Toyota’s Formula for Mastering Innovation and numerous articles which have been published in USA Today, the Wall Street Journal, Strategy + Business and Quality Progress. Mr. May specializes in process innovation, lean thinking for knowledge work and creativity in organizations.


    The Web site for this book is at www.InPursuitOfElegance.com


    Important Note About This Ebook


    This is a summary and not a critique or a review of the book. It does not offer judgment or opinion on the content of the book. This summary may not be organized chapter-wise but is an overview of the main ideas, viewpoints and arguments from the book as a whole. This means that the organization of this summary is not a representation of the book.


    Summary of In Pursuit Of Elegance (Matthew E. May)


    Overview: The importance and value of elegance


    Elegance is achieved when you accomplish the maximum impact with a minimum input. You have achieved elegance when adding anything would detract from the desired effect rather than enhance it. When something is elegant, it combines unusual simplicity with surprising levels of power to come up with something which is entirely noteworthy.


    Elegance is a valuable factor in business and in life. The fact it is rare makes it desirable. Whenever someone experiences elegance, they never cease to be impressed.


    To take an example, look at this diagram of right-angled lines. These lines represent an everyday item which you’d be hard pressed to make it through the day without because you use it all the time.


    [image: ]


    So what is it? If you can’t figure it out, here’s a hint: You’re looking at the upper case version of the most widely used letter in the English language. Once you have that clue, you’ll soon realize the diagram is the letter E. Note, however, the letter exists in the white space. There is no E on the page, just some lines which look like shadows of the letter E. This is great example of the concept what isn’t there can often trump what is. If you were to develop an ornate or finely crafted letter E, it would not be as engaging and thus as memorable as the letter E which exists only in the white space of the page. Once you’ve been given the clue, the letter E becomes visible and in effect takes on a life of its own in your mind. Once you’ve been exposed, you will see the letter E every time you look at the image.


    The fact what isn’t there can be elegant has been known for centuries. Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu (who lived in the sixth century, B.C.) put the concept of elegance into words this way:


    “Thirty spokes share the wheel’s hub,


    It is the center hole that makes it useful.


    Shape clay into a vessel,


    It is the space within that makes it useful.


    Cut doors and windows for a room,


    It is the holes which make it useful.


    Therefore profit comes from what is there,


    Usefulness from what is not there.”


    – Lao Tzu


    A more contemporary realization of the value of what isn’t there came to business author Jim Collins. He was challenged by a former professor who suggested Collins should ponder the answer to this question: “Imagine that you’ve just inherited $20 million free and clear, but you only have 10 years to live. What would you do differently – and specifically, what would you STOP doing?”


    Jim Collins realized he had to make three changes: First, he quit his job at Hewlett-Packard and went back to Stanford to do research, teaching and writing. Second, he started thinking more about how precious his time is. Every year, Jim Collins develops a list of things he chooses to “stop-doing” so he can focus more time on what is important. And third, this epiphany helped steer Collins towards focusing on what great companies do to become “great” while others remain merely “good”. This line of research led to the publication of his book Good to Great which was widely acclaimed as a business classic.


    “A great piece of art is composed not just of what is in the final piece, but equally what is not. It is the discipline to discard what does not fit – to cut out what might have already cost days or even years of effort – that distinguishes the truly exceptional artist and marks the ideal piece of work, be it a symphony, a novel, a painting, a company, or most important of all, a life.”


    – Jim Collins


    This same approach to finding elegance by not doing things that don’t count also resonates with the way companies like Toyota strive to make their Lexus line of cars into arguably America’s leading luxury nameplate.


    The company tries to eliminate anything and everything which lacks passion and perfection. What’s left is elegance personified. This concept is embodied in the vaunted Toyota Production System which is just as much about what isn’t there and how to stop doing as it is anything else.


    So the real question is:


    What can we discover and learn that might allow us to bring more elegance into our own endeavors?


    “My goal is not to reduce the concept of elegance to a stepwise prescription. There is no magic elixir, there are no secret ingredients – because there is no single recipe for elegance. But no matter how determinedly we pursue it, elegance is an elusive target. As a principle it resists reduction – it’s difficult to decode. Perhaps that helps explain why it’s rare. Experiencing elegance is nearly always profound: it gives us pause often evoking an ‘Of course!’ – usually accompanied by a mild slap to the forehead. It can change our view of things, often forever.”


    – Matthew May


    Consider how other people have described or achieved elegance:


    
      	Webster’s New World Dictionary defines elegance this way: “marked by concision, incisiveness and ingenuity; cleverly apt and simple, as an elegant solution to a problem.”


      	Donald Knuth, retired professor in the Stanford University Computer Sciences Department (who is widely considered to be the father of computer science) defines elegance in this way: “Symmetrical, pleasingly memorable, spare – with the ease and immortal ring of an E = mc2.”


      	David Chase, creator of the hit series The Sopranos had two minutes of black screen in the final episode of the series, forcing viewers to draw their own conclusion whether or not the show’s main character had been killed. He engaged viewers and left it to their own intelligence and creativity.

    


    A reasonable working definition of the concept of elegance is that it has four key elements:


    
      	Symmetry – something which is elegant has repeating patters which are balanced and appealing. Humans are natural born pattern seekers. We like it when we can find complete solutions after being given just partial information. Symmetry allows us to find solutions when we have been given just part of the necessary information.


      	Seduction – again something we as humans enjoy. Pure and simple seduction involves leaving something to the imagination rather than having every last detail spelled out. When we are seduced by a piece of information, what we don’t know becomes highly alluring. We just have to find out what’s missing and we get drawn to the unknown precisely because it is unknown.


      	
        Subtraction – which once again goes against our natural inclinations. By and large, humans are natural-born hoarders. We’re hard-wired to collect, consume and use more. Typically, new devices make a point of doing more than earlier versions which is why when something elegant comes along which does less in order to add value, we notice it immediately. Examples:

        
          	Toyota’s Scion doesn’t advertise and offers a very basic car with few standard features. This appeals to Generation Y buyers who accessorize their cars to make a personal statement.


          	W.L. Gore and Associates has completely eliminated job titles and corporate hierarchy on its journey to becoming highly innovative.

        

      


      	Sustainable – which implies something elegant is repeatable and lasting. An elegant solution to a problem can be applied effectively over and over to tap the power of the missing piece. Something which is unique and one-off is not inherently elegant, even if it is effective.

    


    Notably elegance comes when the four elements work together. It is the collective execution of symmetry, seduction, subtraction and sustainability that results in elegance. Balancing these four elements together takes a deft blend of logic and creativity to pull off which explains why elegance is so rare. It’s all too easy for the four elements of elegance to work against each other which is what usually happens.


    Elegant solutions to problems are uncommonly simple. They get to the heart of complex problems with laser-like focus and solve previously intractable problems once and for all. There is a fine balance to be struck here.


    “I wouldn’t give a fig for simplicity on this side of complexity, but I would give my life for simplicity on the other side of complexity.”


    – Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.

    U.S. Supreme Court


    Elegance means a “far side” solution which is beyond complexity. Elegance is different from a “near side” simplistic approach which might be to do nothing at all and hope for the best. When you strike an elegant solution to a problem, you have no doubt whatsoever the solution is the right one and will cause no further complications further down the road. Elegance involves the solution to complex challenges or problems.
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    “But why, you might still be wondering, is elegance so important? Because a world in which not doing can be more powerful than doing is a different world than the one we are used to, with important implications. Because the most pressing challenges facing society are in urgent need of sustainable solutions – elegant ones. Because without a new way of viewing the world we will most assuredly succumb to employing the same kind of thinking that created so many of our problems in the first place. Because precious resources such as land, labor, and capital are at all-time premiums, and in some cases are rapidly shrinking or being depleted. Because by nature we tend to add when we should subtract, and act when we should stop and think. Because we need some way to consistently replace value-destroying complexity with value-creating simplicity. Because we need to know how to make room for more of what matters by eliminating what doesn’t.”


    – Matthew May


    “Elegance is not a matter of superior intelligence. And while the ability to solve problems elegantly does not require the genius of Albert Einstein or Leonardo da Vinci, it does require the scientist’s diligence and obsessive attention to detail, coupled with the artist’s ingenuity in pursuing possibilities within the clear confines of a chosen medium – the painter’s canvas edge, the sculptor’s block of marble, the composer’s octave, or the writer’s alphabet.”


    – Matthew May


    “I keep six honest serving-men


    (They taught me all I know)


    Their names are What and Where and When


    And How and Why and Who.


    I send them over land and sea,


    I send them east and west;


    But after they have worked for me,


    I give them all a rest.”


    – Rudyard Kipling


    “Millions of people are beginning to work and live the way creative people like artists and scientists always have.”


    – Richard Florida, author


    Element #1: Symmetry


    Symmetry is an organizing principle in science, business and society at large. Nature also uses symmetrical patterns everywhere. For a solution to be considered to be elegant, it must be symmetrical – it must work in any situation and under any circumstances or conditions.


    “A thing is symmetrical if there is something you can do to it so that after you have finished doing it, it looks the same as before.”


    – Hermann Weyl, 1950’s mathematician


    Symmetry occurs all over the place in nature. The kind of symmetry most people are familiar with is termed bilateral. It means you can take any item which occurs naturally and the right-hand side of the object will be a mirror image of the left-hand side of the same object with only small differences. Other kinds of rotational symmetries also exist – for example, if you rotate a snowflake or even a starfish around any axis going through its center, it will remain unchanged.


    Symmetry is tightly interwoven into elegant solutions to problems. Sometimes, these elegant solutions can be arrived at not by demanding rigid adherence to an exhaustive set of regulations but by allowing individuals to make more use of their own experience and judgment.


    To take a simple example, consider how you drive your own car. If you know that your car has recently been fitted with superior brakes, you will actually drive faster and brake later than you normally would. You will unconsciously drive to extract a performance advantage from your good fortune rather than converting this into a safety benefit. By contrast, if you know your brakes are questionable – perhaps because you’ve been putting off getting new brake pads – then you’re far more likely to drive slower and brake sooner because you anticipate problems. The obvious implication is if everyone had poor brakes rather than good brakes, the roads would become safer because everyone would drive conservatively rather than assume the car’s performance will compensate for poor driving behavior.


    The same effect has been observed in some other settings as well:


    
      	In December 1995, the State of Montana did away with a state-wide open road speed limit and instead allowed drivers to travel at any speed they considered “safe and prudent.” When the Montana Supreme Court ruled in 2000 this concept was too ambiguous and uncertain, the National Maximum Speed Limit was reimposed. Over the following two years, Montana’s road fatalities increased by more than 111 percent. Montana recorded all-time record highs in road deaths when drivers were forced to adhere to a predetermined speed limit rather than drive at any speed without restriction


      	When General Motors entered into a partnership with the Toyota Motor Corporation in 1983, it was decided a shuttered auto plant would be reopened. The plant in question had previously been plagued with 20 percent absenteeism and the lowest quality and productivity scores of any GM operated plant anywhere. Rather than drafting strict penalty policies, Toyota reduced the plant’s one hundred job descriptions to just three, lowered the number of management levels from twelve to three and instilled two basic ideals: respect for people and continuous improvement. Even more strikingly, workers were allowed to be in charge of their own work and to interpret these ideals in their own way. Within two years, this plant went through a complete turnaround. Absenteeism dropped to around three percent while quality and productivity scores rose to impressive and record highs. The 5,000 union grievances previously on file were replaced by more then 15,000 employee-driven and led improvements.


      	Some Dutch cities have found traffic flows faster at intersections when there are no road divisions, traffic lights, white lines or conventional controls whatsoever. Instead of blindly staying in a lane and waiting for a green light to proceed, drivers are required to pay attention to what others are doing and respond accordingly. By removing traffic controls, everyone understands they are responsible for ensuring there are no accidents and therefore they act differently. Instead of causing mayhem, the result is better and safer traffic flow through the intersections involved.

    


    These examples illustrate the fact sometimes, the problem you’re trying to solve doesn’t require a solution to be imposed from the outside. Instead, if you pause and observe the underlying patterns, what at first glance you assume needs controlling may in fact already be working smoothly.


    “You don’t need to design what already exists just because you don’t recognize its presence. In other words, the challenge or problem we’re trying to solve might not always need our help. And if it does, understanding the power of symmetry allows us to design better, more elegant solutions. Elegance might best be achieved not by demanding compliance to an exhaustive set of centrally mandated, onerously rigid regulations, but from one or two vital agreements, often implicit, that everyone understands and is accountable for, yet that are left open to individual interpretation and variation, the limits of which are set by social context.”


    – Matthew May


    The other point of note is when certainty and predictability are removed rather than bulked up, the engagement and awareness levels of participants rises in sync. When something is uncertain and even ambiguous, there is a certain level of intrigue attached which is good because it makes you slow down and think more intently. The obvious absence of symmetry and order where it is expected can transfix our attention and raise all kinds of warning flags. Sometimes, the most elegant solutions to problems are noteworthy for what they don’t do as much as they are for what they do.


    “There’s a fine line between not thinking enough and thinking too much. Elegance is all about learning how to walk that line on a more consistent basis.”


    – Matthew May


    “Elegance requires the presence of complexity. In much the same way light requires darkness and trust requires uncertainty, without complexity one need not, in fact cannot, talk about elegance. Elegance is about chess, not


    

    

    

    

    

    
      	The lack of a keyboard on a phone was a glaring product design fault.


      	Apple’s choice to select a single service provider, AT&T, was a huge misstep.


      	The iPhone would be unable to switch to faster Wi-Fi networks where available because AT&T’s network was too slow.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Give a person enough information about a topic for them to realize there is a gap in their knowledge. This piques their curiosity.


      	Provide people with just enough information that they then know how to go about resolving their curiosity about the subject. You need to provide just the right amount and type of clues for people to get involved in the search for more knowledge.


      	Give people enough time to try and resolve their curiosity on their own before you give them the answer.

        

        
      

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Hamburger


      	Cheeseburger


      	Double-Double (A Double-Double is a hamburger with two beef patties and two slices of cheese)


      	French fries

    


    

    

    
      	Protein style – a hamburger with no bun but the makings are wrapped in a big leaf of lettuce instead.


      	Grilled cheese – a cheeseburger without the meat.


      	2 × 4 – burger, two beef patties, four slices of cheese


      	Flying Dutchmen – two patties and two slices of cheese with nothing else on a paper plate.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Fine customers who didn’t rewind their rentals.


      	Have rewinders available in the store.


      	Put markings on the video tape.


      	Have the movie on both sides of the tape.


      	Let people earn credits by rewinding tapes.


      	Build drop boxes with in-built rewinders.

    


    

    

    
      	Cost nothing and was no burden on the staff.


      	Was fair to all customers, conscientious or otherwise.


      	Removed the need for heavy-handed policing.


      	Increased customer satisfaction.


      	Was obviously and entirely sustainable.


      	Was symmetrical and even-handed.


      	Achieved maximum impact with minimum effort.

    


    

    
      	To act – to grasp the first idea that comes to mind which offers an acceptable payoff and get into action immediately rather than sit back and logically search for the best way to solve the problem.


      	To add – more rules, more complication which seems expeditious at first but over the long haul ends up adding more cost and so forth.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Styling and status trump quality.


      	Foreign cars are no threat in the United States.


      	Workers don’t make a difference.
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